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October 12, 2006
Ruth Coleman, Director
California Department of Parks and Recreation

1416 9th Street

Sacramento, CA  95814

P.O. Box 942896

Sacramento, CA  94296

Re:
Development of Geothermal Plants in the Ocotillo Wells State Vehicle 
Recreation Area
Dear Director Coleman:


I represent the San Diego Off-Road Coalition, the California Off-Road Vehicle Association, the American Sand Association, the Off-Road Business Association, the American Motorcyclists Association District 37, and EcoLogic Partners, Inc., all of which are non-profit organizations committed to preserving public recreation areas in California.  These groups and their respective members were thrilled when State Parks and the California Off-Highway Motorized Vehicle Recreation Commission established the State Vehicle Recreation Area at Ocotillo Wells (the “OWSVRA”) in west Imperial County.  For those families who engage in motorized recreation, the OWSVRA is considered one of the best off-roading parks in the nation.  It is a huge asset to the State Park system and to the thousands of people who visit it every year.  

Recently, State Parks informed us that some of the parcels within the OWSVRA are subject to mineral rights owned or leased by third-party private interests.  These same interests now wish to install test wells on the parcels in question to determine whether the geothermal resources below ground could be extracted and used to generate electricity.  We understand the initial appeal of such efforts to develop alternative energy sources in the state of California; and for that reason we have sought to educate ourselves on the topic of geothermal extraction before developing a position on the proposed project.  After making the requisite inquiries, however, we have determined that the impact on recreation will greatly outstrip the potential energy benefits produced by geothermal development at OWSVRA.  

First and foremost, we do not believe the operation of extraction wells, geothermal generation plants, and electricity transmission facilities are consistent with the mission of the OWSVRA.  This park was established for a specific purpose – to provide Californians with a well-managed area where they can enjoy off-highway vehicle (“OHV”) recreation in a desert setting.  Millions of dollars were collected from OHV users to fund the acquisition and development of the park; and OHV users continue to contribute to the park’s maintenance and operation.  It is difficult to see how large geothermal plants at OWSVRA can be designed to exist compatibly with the OHV uses that have been sanctioned by statute and enjoyed by park visitors for years.  While the plant operators may claim they can devise facilities which OHVs can drive through and around, we remain skeptical; geothermal plant components are incredibly expensive and we doubt the owners and shareholders would permit the public to drive close to the pipes, wells, etc. where they might be damaged.  More likely, the geothermal plant operators will cordon off their respective facilities completely, creating a network of fenced “no-go” zones.   This runs directly counter to the purpose of establishing the OWSVRA in the first place.
If the loss occasioned by these projects could be limited to 50 acres, and kept there, acceptable mitigation might be devised.  But this does not appear to be the trend.  Iceland-America claims its facility will consume as much as 90 acres, perhaps more, and that is just to produce 50 megawatts of power.  Eventually, they hope to expand their operation in OWSVRA to produce three times that much, thus tripling the impact on recreational lands.   Moreover, while the precise outline of the proposed facilities remains faint, it is clear that if one such plant is allowed to embed itself in OWSVRA, others will soon follow.  The scent of profit-taking is difficult to contain and intoxicating to those susceptible to it.  Other energy companies will follow the lead of Iceland-America and descend upon OWSVRA with their geologic consultants and drill bits.  Already we see this happening.  Since the end of August, five new applications for well-drilling permits have been received by the park director at OWSVRA.  If these permits are granted, and if they lead to additional geothermal plants in this area, mitigation will be next to impossible, as there isn’t enough land contiguous with OWSVRA to compensate adequately for the loss.
Ironically, despite the intense interest in geothermal resources in OWSVRA, and despite the financial benefits that the energy companies will receive, geothermal extraction in the OWSVRA will do virtually nothing to relieve the State's energy deficit.  Even at maximum output, the proposed geothermal wells lying beneath OWSVRA will produce only enough electricity to serve approximately 75,000 residents per year.  This is a ridiculously small number when one considers that the total population of California is more than 38 million.  It would thus appear that the OWSVRA geothermal projects will take from the California public key desert recreation acreage, while providing next to nothing in terms of energy production.  The only people who will benefit from this arrangement are the owners and investors of the geothermal plants themselves.  

In many respects, we consider the push for geothermal development at OWSVRA very similar to SDG&E’s demand to increase the size and number of transmission lines running through Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (“ABDSP”) – the so-called “Sunrise Powerlink” project.  In both cases, energy companies are exploiting the public’s fear of blackouts to gain access to unique public resources – all to increase stock value and shareholder dividends.  We have read your Pre-Hearing Conference Statement regarding the Sunrise Powerlink project, and we applaud you for the strong and fine stand you have taken against it.  We agree that the transmission towers and powerlines would blight the ABDSP's visual beauty and degrade the wilderness experience that draws so many people to the park each year.  Energy production and distribution are important, but they still must take a subordinate role to recreation where state parks are implicated.  This normative value, however, applies with equal strength to state parks dedicated to off-highway vehicle recreation as it does to “general use” state parks such as ABDSP.

Finally, we are concerned that those who would install geothermal facilities in OWSVRA have already generated significant momentum in their favor, with very little public oversight or environmental review.  To our knowledge, none of the project applicants has prepared a CEQA document or its equivalent; yet drilling permits for test wells have already been issued.  Granted, the drilling of test wells is only the first stage of the larger geothermal development process, and a negative test may collapse the entire enterprise.  Nevertheless, drilling is integral to the project and linked to it directly.  Neither the applicants nor State Parks may treat test drilling as something separate from the larger geothermal project, as the test wells have no independent utility; they exist only to demonstrate whether and where a geothermal plant should be established.  Once the wells are in place, however, and once they provide proof of profitable geothermal resources below ground, the larger project becomes a near fait-accompli.  The wells, once permitted, create a certain institutional bias in favor of allowing the energy project to go forward.  Members of agency staff perhaps come to this bias innocently, but they come to it nonetheless.  The only way to ensure it does not taint the project approval process and make it a sham, is to forebear granting test well permits until the environmental documentation for the entire project has been completed and circulated to the public for review.  We are looking to State Parks to take these protective steps.

Thank you for the opportunity to express our concerns regarding geothermal energy development at the OWSVRA.  We are opposed to it for the reasons set forth above, and because we see no significant statewide energy benefit flowing from the geothermal well-heads.  Profits there will surely be; but one would be foolish to expect that these proposed facilities will provide more than negligible relief from the occasional electricity shortages we experience in California.  The loss of key parcels in the OWSVRA is simply too high a price to pay for such a small amount of energy production.  
Sincerely,






David P. Hubbard
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